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Every use we make of the written word is governed by an impressive variety of considerations, each of which can assume innumerable different shapes. That which an author seeks to express in words, the purposes that animate him, the circumstances that occasion his writing, the make-up of his intended audience, the language in which he writes, the “genre” he resorts to, the literary tradition that precedes him—these and other factors are in play whenever we would set something down in writing.

What distinguishes a successful piece of writing from a piece of mediocrity, and an acceptable effort from an abject failure? It would be senseless to look for rules for good writing applicable in every case: there both is and is not an "art" of writing. The remarks that follow concern themselves with one particular kind of composition, the undergraduate philosophy paper. While they may have some wider application, I leave that for you to judge.

Because we cannot rightly consider the writing of an undergraduate philosophy paper until we have reflected somewhat on the thinking that leads up to it and sustains it, the first part of my remarks are not directly about writing at all. They regard, rather, the spadework that should precede it.

I. SOME PRELIMINARY OBSERVATIONS:  ANTECEDENTS TO WRITING

"The beginning of anything is . . . the most important part, as the saying goes; hence it is also the most difficult" (Aristotle, On Sophistical Refutations). By far the most common mistake made by student writers is to embark upon their task prematurely. How, then, does one make a good beginning?

1.  The Rules of Engagement

There is nothing so obvious as to go always and everywhere without saying. Let me remind you of a piece of folk wisdom: “when all else fails, read the directions.” To begin, then, with what should go without saying, the very first thing one should do in any assignment is to familiarize yourself with its terms. What, precisely, have you been asked to do? Read carefully through my description of the assignment. If, having done so, you remain uncertain about the nature of the task, ask for clarification.

2.  The Topic

Normally I will provide you with an array of possible topics for your paper. Each will target some issue, theme, or problem that has surfaced in our joint reading of a philosophical text. The topics I propose are intended, therefore, to help you to engage in the work of interpreting that text. I shall say more about what it means to interpret in the next section of these “Notes.”  For the moment, suffice it to say that your topic should serve as your point of entry into a thoughtful engagement, in writing, with some written embodiment of some philosopher’s thinking. The word "topic," in fact, derives from the Greek topos, meaning "place.” The topic you select is, so to say, the space within which you have committed to thinking and writing about one of the readings assigned for the course.

Among the several options I will have provided you, some may strike you as easier than others. Do not be gulled by the appearance of ease. Above all else, let your interests and questions guide you in your choice of topic. In this way, the efforts you expend on the assignment will prove both more agreeable and more profitable to you than will the pursuit of seeming ease.

It may happen that you chance upon on a topic other than those suggested by me. If so, and you are strongly inclined to explore it further, please seek my approval beforehand. Although I am always happy to encourage an enterprising and adventurous spirit, I would not have you embark unequipped upon a polar expedition, to say nothing of a wild-goose chase.

Note that my suggested topics are generally quite general. You are perfectly free, indeed you are well advised, to define or restrict them further. William Blake thought it possible to see the world in a grain of sand. Cultivating this outlook will help preserve your paper from empty generalities. It will also save you, to switch metaphors, from ordering a bigger meal than you can hope reasonably to digest.

3.  Reading

Your topic will naturally delimit the passages of the book upon which your paper will focus. Locate those sections of our text that you deem most relevant to your topic, and read them with care.

Careful reading is only slightly less difficult than careful writing. Many who suppose themselves accomplished readers possess in fact only the rudiments of reading. They may read voraciously, but they do not read well. To read a work of philosophy accurately, for what it is, is to read it philosophically. Reading of that sort is obviously a far cry from the sort of thing we do when, at the breakfast table, we pass our eyes over the morning newspaper. To read a philosophical text properly—indeed, to read any serious piece of writing—one must be do a great many things at once; philosophical texts require that we continuously analyze, summarize, compare, contrast, remember, anticipate, distinguish, assess, review and reconsider the words on the page. Above all else, however, a philosopher would have us put questions to his text. Only by posing questions to the author will we ever begin to understand him. Real reading, in short, is reading done with heart and soul and mind.

Notwithstanding the many disagreements existing between philosophers, all truly philosophical writings share a common commitment to the most common thing:  the truth. Hence, one cannot hope to understand a philosophical text on its own terms unless one constantly zigzags between two questions in particular as one proceeds:  “What does the author mean?” and “Does he speak the truth?” At times your reading will accord greater weight to the former question. At other times, the latter will predominate. At all times, they both should be at the forefront of your reading.

To test the truth of an author's claims, you should make note not only points of agreement between you and him, but even more, points where your judgments diverge, for it is at such junctures that you have most to learn from and most to say to your author. Casting your net still more broadly, try to identify passages where he seems to be at odds with contemporary opinion, if not your own. This line of inquiry will begin to bring out what is truly distinctive about the text under consideration. On this basis, you can begin to verify (or falsify) his position, and so also begin to test your own views, by asking still further questions. What does his argument presuppose or assume, both explicitly and implicitly? Were one to accept his position, what would follow from it? What evidence does the author martial in support of his claims? What sorts of arguments does he employ?
 In the most general terms, when you try to look at the world through the author's eyes how does it appear to you? As a result of your encounter with his text, is reality in sharper focus than you have been accustomed to, or have things suddenly become blurrier?

Although this is not a course in comparative literature, do not overlook the literary "form" of the text you are considering. What might seem, at first, merely stylistic elements or tropes are, in the greatest works of philosophy, seldom if ever accidental. In classic philosophical writings, the text’s surface features are thoroughly subordinated to the author’s argumentative purpose. A good exegete will, therefore, pay attention to details that a more imperious or impatient reader would be inclined to brush aside as "cosmetic.” In reading Plato, for example, you should never lose sight of the fact that you are witness to a philosophical drama, not a treatise. The setting of the dialogue, the various character-traits of the interlocutors, the existence of silent observers, dramatic actions and even incidental gestures, oaths, seemingly irrelevant digressions, blatant contradictions, and other such things all provide clues to a fuller understanding of the argument
 the dialogue means as a whole to embody and so display.

Having read those portions of the text you have made your particular responsibility, go on to reacquaint yourself with the rest of the book (or at least portion thereof assigned for the course). Try to determine how they are related both to what precedes them and to what follows. Interpretation is, finally, nothing other than the attempt to display the coherence of the parts of a work, and thereby its wholeness. To suggest an analogy, one cannot comprehend the nature of the human hand unless one has thought about wrist, palms, knuckles, thumbs and fingers in relation to the whole of human life. By the same token, that man knows little about the meaning of human existence who has not pondered the difference between hands, feet, face, socks and gloves.

In sum, to interpret a philosophical text is simply to have thought carefully about it, on the author’s own terms, in your own words, and with a willingness to subject both your words and his to the world’s measure.

The great French scholar Ètienne Gilson used to tell his students that he could no more read without a pencil than he could write without one. So should you be armed for battle. You may find it helpful to mark up the book as you go along:  underscore important passages, flag difficult ones, jot down cross-references, pencil in questions or comments, outline the structure of an argument, annotate key observations or definitions. Alternately, you may prefer to do much the same thing in your notebook.

At this point, you should have a healthy acquaintance with the text. You would now do well to set it aside for a few days and attend to other business. It is great mistake to attempt a paper in one intense burst, for a span of time naturally affords us some perspective. Moreover, fresh insights into a problem often arise, unexpectedly, when we have allowed it to percolate quietly in the background of our attention. Besides, those who occasionally succeed in completing the assignment by way of an "all-nighter" fall short in other, more important respects. In the words of the Preacher, "The race is not to the swift, nor the battle to the strong.”

4.  More Reading

Yes friends, it's true. You should read the text yet again, for old time's sake. Frequent reading no more exhausts a good book than long acquaintance wears out a friendship.

Do not be distressed if, in returning to the book, you uncover more questions than your paper could possibly address. A good essay will always leave room for, indeed should normally provoke, further discussion.
 Incidentally, all this reading will prove of considerable help in preparing for the mid-term and final examination.

5.  Natural Resources

Since your paper will be a formal expression of your thinking with and through and perhaps also against the text, class-notes can only assist you in your task. They will never form the sole foundation of a good paper.

Your classmates constitute another valuable resource:  air your ideas with others in your situation, and learn something about their chosen topics in turn.

You are welcome to drop by my office, especially if you find yourself stymied—provided, of course, that you don’t leave such a visit to the last moment. To set up an appointment, it is best to contact me by email. Provide me with a variety of times when you would be free to meet, and I’ll select the first that fits my schedule.

As for the secondary literature, best to avoid it, unless I explicitly recommend otherwise. Page for page, your time is usually better spent with primary sources. A second reason for steering clear of secondary sources is that you thereby eliminate a significant temptation to plagiarize.

Whether or not material available on the internet should be characterized as “secondary literature” is, perhaps, a moot point.  What is not moot is that the reasons for avoiding printed discussions of the assigned readings obtain in spades for sources published on the world wide web.

6.  Plagiarism

Be forewarned:  It is your responsibility to understand what the term "plagiarism" means. Here as elsewhere, ignorance of the law is no excuse.

For a clear and information description of the nature of plagiarism, see the statement on the subject approved by the School of Philosophy at CUA, from which the following passage is excerpted:

Plagiarism is a form of dishonesty; it is presenting the work of another as if it were your own. Plagiarism takes many forms. It can include quoting, paraphrasing, summarizing, or utilizing the published or unpublished work of others without proper acknowledgment. Most frequently it involves the unacknowledged use of books or articles in periodicals, magazines, newspapers and on the Internet. However, any unacknowledged use of another's ideas constitutes plagiarism; this includes the use of, among other things, papers written by other students, interviews, radio or TV broadcasts, electronic sources, any published or unpublished materials (e.g., letters, pamphlets, leaflets, notes or documents), etc.

Further discussion of this vexing theme may be found in the relevant sections of the CUA Student Handbook.

In this course, all plagiarisms will be punished to the full extent allowed by University policy, namely, a failing grade in the course. In accordance with University policy, I will also issue a written report to both the Associate Dean of the School of Philosophy and the Dean of the School in which the student who has plagiarized is enrolled.

Be aware, finally, that I am insensible to pleas that an offending student “did not intend to plagiarize.” It is not your intentions that I am asked to grade—for this I lack all competence—but the work you submit. In short, plagiarism is as plagiarism does.

II.  WRITING THE PAPER

The great Samuel Johnson once observed, “What is written without effort is in general read without pleasure.” Even then, Johnson did not mean to imply that effort alone would guarantee success. The ability to write well is a talent acquired only in the practice, over the course of years, after many trials and still more errors. There are, alas, no shortcuts to the art of writing. “No pain,” as they say, “no gain.”

What makes matters still more poignant is the fact that among the pains normally incurred in learning to write well is to suffer the impression that one gains nothing from them. So difficult it is to detect evidence of progress as one goes on that you may be tempted to conclude that all is for naught. To this the best counsel is “patience!” Be assured that your toil will eventually pay off, if not in the short run, then surely in the long haul. For proof, you need only review, from the vantage afforded you in the second semester of your senior year, the work you submitted during your first term at the university.

Bearing these sobering facts in mind, I offer some modest suggestions about the practice of writing.

1.  Dialogue, not Monologue

It is often enough a daunting task to find exactly the right words to express what we are trying to say. Yet even when we have found language adequate to our intentions, we can never be quite sure that they will convey to our reader the meaning we intend them to bear. As T. S. Eliot writes in his poem “Burnt Norton”



Words strain,


Crack and sometimes break, under the burden,


Under the tension, slip, slide, perish,


Decay with imprecision, will not stay in place,


Will not stay still.

It is not enough simply to get our words to march in the sort of formation that disciplined thoughts require. We must also impose on them a seemingly contrary burden: we charge them with eliciting and maintaining in our reader an interest in what we are saying.

The experience of conversation teaches us that it is often a challenge to "get our point across" even when our partner in speech knows us well. At least in verbal exchanges, however, our interlocutor, even an interlocutor hitherto unknown to us, will always provide us with some sort of response to what we are telling him. His reply might itself take the form of words—a comment, a question, a counter-assertion, and so forth. Or it mighty be only some gesture—a nod or a shrug, a sigh or a groan. Indeed, perhaps his response to our words leaves no auditory or visual trace—a blank stare, or icy silence. He will, in any case, signal in some way or another that he does or does not follow what we are saying.  And to this we can and do respond in turn, and on the fly, by adjusting what we say to better suit our intentions and his capacities and inclinations.

In writing, contrarily, we are left to our own devices. Should I maintain my present course, take a detour, or beat a tactical retreat? Am I better advised to relax my gate, hurry up my pace, or simply call it quits? As a rule, a writer must manage without the benefit of a reader’s response as he plots the course his pen takes across the page. One unhappy result of this state of affairs is that he lapses into a sort of monologue; the fact that his words will serve their purpose only when they have been read, enjoyed, and understood by others is almost forgotten as composes them. In order to overcome that problem, one must find a way to incorporate our readers into the words we write on their behalf. Good prose writing is dialogical, not monological.

Who is your reader? The obvious answer is somewhat misleading. Although your paper will of course be read (and graded) by your instructor, there is much to be said for targeting your classmates as the rightful audience for your essay. In other words, you might, by putting yourself in your instructor’s shoes, regard your assignment as an imitation on paper of the interpretive activity that takes place in the classroom.

One valuable way to engage your readers is to anticipate where they are likely to have difficulties understanding you. Thus, for example, you might weave into your essay some of the questions you had when you first began to think about your paper, questions that you have long since answered to your own satisfaction. You might also look for potential objections to the position you wish to argue, pose some of them yourself, and show that your argument can stand up to such opposition. To write in this “dialectical” way (to use a technical term) does not guarantee your reader’s assent or approval; but it will make it harder for him to withhold it on rational grounds; and even you do not win him over completely to your side, you will, by showing that your position is supple and subtle, be much more likely to hold his interest; moreover, a dialectical style of reasoning will deservedly earn your reader’s good will, by demonstrating that you do not take his agreement for granted.

2.  Outlines

Should you make an outline? Some writers swear by them; others swear at them. You must settle on a policy that works best for you, so perhaps some experimentation is in order. A common misperception would have it that outlines should be as neat, orderly, and precise as architectural drawings. Since an outline is for the sake of the author, not the reader, its appearance is quite unimportant. Besides, you should feel free to modify your outline as you proceed.

One approach to outlines is to make one only after you have written a first draft. Another approach, and the one I have found most helpful, is to outline your paper in stages.  As a first step, take notes as you read.  In the next phase of the process, spend some time  "brainstorming on paper”; by this I mean that you jot down as quickly as you can, and without any regard for nicety of expression, any thoughts that come to you pertinent to your essay. Once you have filled one or several sheets of paper with your scribbling, look it all over with an eye to how this “raw material” might be roughly ordered and shaped, adding to it or deleting from it as you work it over.  That done, you can then set down, in point form, a paragraph by paragraph structure for your argument. 

3.  The Thesis

One advantage of the sort of outlining process I am proposing is that it should help you to get hold of a thesis. Everyone knows that a paper ought to have a thesis. Few seem to know how to capture one of those rare birds. The challenge is, in truth, fairly straightforward. As a teacher of mine once mused, "How do I know what I think until I have heard what I said?" By sketching out his thoughts before attempting to formulate them in a readable form, a writer becomes more aware of what is on his mind. To put the point metaphorically, outlines and rough-drafts allow your thesis to crystallize by giving it a surface upon which to form.

The thesis is, then, something of a distillation of your thoughts. It is a judgment you have come to as a result of your active engagement with the text, and the truth it purports to make manifest. You should be able to state it, if asked, in a sentence or two. And you will know that you have seized upon a good thesis when it can be cast as a compelling answer to a question worth posing. 

Needless to say, a thesis that states the obvious is no thesis at all. "Plato wrote a dialogue entitled The Republic" would not be an acceptable thesis.  Rather, that which you set down (the Greek meaning of the word) should be some claim or assertion whose merits would be visible only on the basis of argument.

Note, furthermore, that the thesis is not a "personal opinion.” To be sure, it is personal: what is at issue is the understanding you have achieved. It is not merely personal, however, because your aim is to make your judgment—your “opinion” if you will— also the opinion or judgment of your reader. Much like a lawyer before the jury, you are out to persuade your audience of the justice of your case. The thesis is, accordingly, a reasoned conclusion, a thought sustained and developed over the course of your paper as a whole.

4.  The Argument

The argument you advance, which stands to your paper as the soul to the body, should be guided by your thesis every step of the way. The thesis sums up your understanding of the issues you mean to discuss; the argument provides the articulation or structure of that understanding and the evidence that would secure it; finally, the paper you actually write embodies and so accomplishes, in an artful way, the best argument you can muster on behalf of your thesis. Without a thesis, your paper would be pointless; you would have nothing of substance to offer your readers. Without an argument, that thesis would be no better than a bald assertion, a claim floating freely in the air. Without a clear and persuasive expression of the thesis and of the argument that anchors it and spells out its import, your thoughts are destined to remain your thoughts alone.

Since your argument is a systematic attempt to clarify and evaluate the argument of some text, you ought occasionally to cite the text in self-defense. Citations should not, therefore, be used only to establish the bare "facts" of the case. You should also cite the text in order to support your interpretation of the "facts.” You need not always quote some passage of the text in order to employ it as a material witness: sometimes it suffices merely to provide your reader with a precise page reference.

A rule of thumb, but only a rule of thumb, is to include no more than two short citations (or page references) or one long citation per paragraph.

5.  The Introduction

All good papers resemble any good story in having not only an end and a middle, but also a distinct beginning.

It must be said, however, that writers, even good writers, often find it a great trial to begin writing at the beginning. Both wealth and poverty can militate against a cheerful start. A blank page seems to stare back in defiance, because the writer cannot think of a single sentence that will do the trick.
 Or possible opening moves so crowd his thoughts that committing to one rather another seems hopelessly arbitrary. A way to avoid these vexations of spirit is to compose your introduction only after you have written the rest of the paper. An argument for proceeding in this order is the fact, mentioned earlier, that even the most detailed outline does not exclude out the possibility that, in executing his plan, you make some discoveries you had not foreseen. Indeed, no lesser an authority than Pascal judged that "The last thing one settles in writing . . . is what one should put in first."

The introduction, which leads the reader into your paper, has two main tasks to perform. In the first place, it should specify what your paper both does and does not aim to accomplish. The introduction functions, in this regard, as a contract of sorts between you and your reader: it provides him with a measure to gauge your performance, but also some boundaries beyond which you ought not to be held accountable. Secondly, the introduction should indicate to your reader why the task you have set for your paper is worth his and your pursuing. A proper introduction is, accordingly, at once a promissory note and an invitation.

Stated negatively, an introduction that fails to state a paper’s scope must leave the reader feeling either disoriented, or worse, vexed that his patience has been abused. An introduction that does not bother to drawn in its reader amounts to a tacit admission by the author that his reader’s time is better spent elsewhere.

In philosophy courses, it is often effective to launch a paper simply by formulating a question or problem. Good questions tend to provoke us, to rouse us from slumber, by reminding us of, or rather by instructing us in, our ignorance. Consequently, a good question effectively posed fulfills both purposes of the introduction:  it tells your reader where you are headed, and provides him with a strong incentive to follow you on the journey.

Contrarily, it is not a good idea to embark upon your paper with a summary account of the life of the author whose work you are explicating. Biographical details may well be interesting in their own right. But to say nothing of the fact that in a paper of the length assigned for this course any biography you might happen to pen could never be better than crude, details of your author’s life are, for the most part, irrelevant to your task, which is to come to terms with his thought.

It is also not recommended that you embark upon your paper with a citation of some dictionary definition of a word. In the first place, one cannot be sure that the author of the dictionary entry studied the philosopher of concern to you. And if a dictionary can clear up the problem you address, why make a long detour into philosophy? Finally, it is characteristic of the philosophers to conclude with definitions, not to begin with them.

6.  The Conclusion

While we’re on the subject of conclusions, how should one conclude a philosophy paper? Having reached the end of your argument, you may well feel that you have also come to the end of his tether. "I've nothing left to say," you think to yourself. A conclusion is necessary all the same. What to do?

If your paper has a sharply defined thesis, it is always possible simply to restate it, and to summarize the several arguments you have advanced on its behalf. Or you may wish to point out possible implications of your interpretation, or further areas of inquiry germane to your study. Indeed, the generation of new questions in the pursuit of answers to old ones is, especially in philosophy, a reliable indication of thought at work. If, thirdly, you began the paper with reference to present circumstances, it would be perfectly appropriate to conclude on the same note, and so show that your paper is of more than merely historical interest. A fourth possibility is that you take issue with the philosopher you have been examining. A caution is in order, however: more than one student, filled with righteous indignation, has launched a broadside attack against what he took to be a philosopher’s position, whereas he was, in truth, only tilting at some figment of his misunderstanding (Don Quixote had many virtues, but essay-writing was not one of them). Should you wish to criticize the thinker you have been interpreting, remember that discretion is the better part of valor.

Obviously enough, one’s introduction and conclusion need only be brief in a paper of the sort we are considering here.

7.  The Body of the Paper

At every step of the way, your thesis should be at work. Not that you need repeat it ad nauseam. Only at crucial junctures, in fact, need you to make it fully explicitly to your reader. Rather, the work of the thesis, as elaborated by your argument, will for the most part be visible in the discipline or cohesion it brings to your paper. Think, for example, of a lawyer arguing a case before a jury. For the sake of a single, telling question to be put to an important witness, he may spend several minutes posing a whole series of other questions, questions that are merely preparatory to the one that really interests him.  The jury, observing this exchange, may well fail to appreciate the point of it all—up until the moment when the attorney finally springs the trap he had been preparing for the witness. At the juncture, the reason for the entire sequence is made manifest to all.

To be sure, the riveting peripeties of the television courtroom are rarely appropriate in real-world litigation, much less in expository writing. The point of the preceding analogy is to indicate, rather, that the argumentative structure of your essay cannot help but work to somewhat different effect in you, the author of the paper, than it will in any person who reads it. You need not worry about cultivating an aura of suspense, therefore. In fact, your reader will normally be better served by a few directional signs, even if the logical or argumentative structure of your paper is clear and forceful. To fend off potential confusion, be sure to provide him with a roadmap of a sort (“We must first consider . . . , after which we can take up the question of . . . “) as well as an occasional transition statement ("We may now turn to examine  . . .”) or recapitulation (“So far, we have shown that . . . “).

In the work of interpreting a philosophical text it often suffices simply to follow the text’s own order. It may be, however, that your argument is more forcefully stated by reordering the original.

8.  The Title

Give some thought to your title. The function of a title is close to that of the introductory paragraph.  It should both call the reader’s attention to the essay and attest in some way to its substance. A paper that has something interesting to say will not be ashamed to confess what it has accomplished on the title page.  On the other hand, a paper crushed by the weight of its own dullness will almost always seek cover behind an anonymous or generic title.

As always, of course, a little moderation is in order. Too many neon lights in a restaurant window will drive the customers away.

9.  Style

Because the paper you are asked to write is a formal assignment, a casual or a colloquial tone is not really appropriate here. On the other hand, effective prose does generally retain something of the directness and force of the spoken word. Breeziness and stiltedness are equally to be avoided. It is hard to speak with more precision about the matter. An effective style is not the sort of thing that can be codified. There are, in a word, as many good styles as there are good writers.

That said, if your goal is to write in a clear, concise, and engaging way, you could do worse than to take to heart the following rules, proposed by George Orwell in an essay entitled "Politics and the English Language"

1. Never use a metaphor, simile, or other figure of speech which you are used to seeing in print.

2. Never use a long word where a short one will do.

3. If it is possible to cut a word out, always cut it out.

4. Never use the passive when you can use the active.

5. Never use a foreign phrase, a scientific word, or a jargon word if you can think of an everyday English equivalent.

6. Break any of these rules sooner than say anything outright barbarous.”

A valuable little guide to stylistic and grammatical issues is The Elements of Style by William Strunk, Jr. and E. B. White, fourth edition (Paramus, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1999). A more thorough work, and a stalwart friend of many who have struggled long hours honing their writing, is A Dictionary of Modern English Usage, by H. N. Fowler, revised by Sir Ernest Gowers (Oxford at the Clarendon Press, 1965).

10.  Spelling, Grammar, and Punctuation

As should be obvious, spelling, grammar, and punctuation should conform to normal image. Excessive errors in spelling, grammar, and punctuation will result in a reduction in the grade earned by your paper.

It is not to my purpose to provide a catalogue raisonnée of bad writing. The following cautions are provided in what may well be a vain hope that some of the more common failings begin to occur somewhat less commonly:

· Do not use a word unless you are sure you know what it means.

· Avoid sentence fragments. The advertising industry believes that it can dispense with subject, object, or verb whenever it suits the advertiser’s purposes, but since you are not here engaged in writing advertising copy, please write in complete sentences. Or else.

· Before you begin peppering your paper with colons and semi-colons find out how they ought to be used. If you are not sure about the use of the lowly comma, further research is also in order.

· When beginning a sentence with a pronoun—"this," "it"—there should be one and only one noun in the preceding sentence to which it refers. More generally, definite pronouns ought always to have a definite referent.

· Learn the difference between “its” and “it’s.” “It’s” is a contraction of “it is”; “its” is the possessive form of “it.”

· Let go of all dangling or otherwise ill-attached participles. If you do not know what a participle is, Strunk and White will be glad to tell you.

· The normal practice when writing an expository essay is to employ the so-called historical present. For example, instead of writing “Aristotle argued that pleasure alone would not satisfy a decent human being,” write “Aristotle argues that . . .”

· Maintain control of verb tenses; do not jump around from past to present to present progressive.

· Especially in philosophy essays, refrain from writing that so and so “feels” such and such a thing. The reader is interested above all in what he and you think.

· In American English, periods and commas always appear inside of quotation marks (even if the quoted passage does not itself include a period or comma), whereas colons, semi-colons, question marks, and exclamation points go outside them, unless they form part of the quotation.

11.  Documenting Your Case

Correct procedure for footnotes (or endnotes, it matters not) must be observed. For details consult Gordon Harvey, Writing with Sources:  A Guide for Students (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing, 1998); or Kate L. Turabian, A Manual for Writers of Term Papers, Theses, and Dissertations, 6th edition, revised by John Grossman and Alice (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1996).

Be aware that your grade will be reduced if you do not footnote (or alternately, endnote) correctly.

12. Revisions

Revision is essential to good writing. Very rarely does anything come out right the first time. If Flaubert could spend an entire day revising a single paragraph, then surely we have no cause to grumble about the need to polish our own.

It is good practice to allow a day or more between the completion of your final draft and its final revision. Hindsight is not always 20/20. Even so, after a bit of fallow time, both the weaknesses and the strengths of one’s work come more sharply into focus.

In keeping with the requirement that you write with an audience in mind, you might ask a friend to listen to you read the finished version aloud. Failing that, read it aloud to yourself. Hearing your words, as opposed to merely seeing them, is a very effective way to identify obscure or awkward formulations, and other such infelicities.

13.  Proofreading

Proofread the ultimate draft of your paper for spelling and typographical errors. Should you be relying on your word-processor to do a “spell-“ or “grammar-check,” be aware that no machine will catch every lapse.

Do not attempt to proofread an electronic version of your paper. Print a hard copy of the version you intend to submit, and scrutinize it. With any luck, you will not, in adding corrections to it, also introduce entirely new errors.

Finally, make a photocopy of the version you submit to me, for safety's sake. If you are want to take your chances with your computer, make a back-up copy, or send yourself a copy as an email attachment. Should your paper go astray for any reason short of a great calamity, or criminal negligence on your instructor’s part, it will be your responsibility to provide me with a copy.

14.  Format

Plain white paper will do just fine.

It is quite unnecessary to submit your paper in a plastic sleeve, or other binding. A staple, or failing that, a paper clip, will hold it together just as well, and for a fraction of the cost.

Include a title page. Please do not put your name on any page other than the title page. This helps to ensure an impartial reading of your work. 

Number all pages except the first, which is counted but not numbered, “page 1.”

III.  CONCLUDING REMARKS

Following Descartes, I have aimed with these remarks to be useful to some without being harmful to any. If it be objected that I have made writing a paper appear more difficult than it really is, I invite the objector to submit a superior piece of work in proof of his point. I should gladly admit my error by awarding it a superior grade. I do concede, however, that everything I have said here might be summarized very simply:  emulate Vergil.

In a letter to a friend, the great Roman poet explains that he gives birth to his verses as does a mother bear  to her new-born cubs (parere se versus modo atque ritu ursino): “assiduously and persistently she licks [them] into [their] proper shape.”

APPENDIX:  A NOTE ON POLITICS AND PRONOUNS

In recent years the pronoun "he," and the noun "man" have come under severe scrutiny. We are admonished by some authorities that use of these words in a generic sense violates the democratic virtue of "inclusivity.” To say or to write "he" when one means "a given human being, whether male or female" is, many people now believe, to do an injustice to all those who may rightly lay claim to the pronoun “she” (to say nothing of who would have it both ways). Various solutions have been proposed to rectify this alleged offense, some more euphonious than others. In this course at least, you are free to settle the question as you wish—though I hope that you do not make English grammar an innocent victim along the way. There are, however, strong reasons for doubting whether generic use of "he," “him,” "man," and so forth, is wrong in any genuine sense.

From as far back as records go, English has employed certain words both generically and in a gender-specific sense. For example, an Anglo-Saxon author, Ælric, reports that the soon to be martyred St. Agatha praised the Lord for shaping her to be a "menn [man].” The worthy Ælric did not mean to imply that St. Agatha was confused about her sexual identity; he was simply using what was for both him and his readers an equivocal term in one of its legitimate senses. Similarly, when the King James translation of Genesis reports that "God created man in His own likeness . . . male and female he created them," it does not appear to be suggesting that God created hermaphrodites before he created us.
  To read literature of the past as though generic nouns and pronouns either was meant to refer, or did indeed refer, exclusively to those of the male gender would be utterly foolish. Nor is there any evidence that women in past centuries felt excluded, or otherwise injured by such usage, as most any page of Jane Austen will attest.

One consequence of the dogma of “inclusive language,” generally overlooked, is that it casts a pall over the past. Undue sensitivity to gender markers encourages a perception of transgressions where none had been intended, indeed, where none can rightly be found. Almost unavoidably, past authors begin to look suspect in our eyes; their humanity comes to seem somewhat dubious, ignoble. Yet despite the injustice rendered to our forebears by foisting contemporary linguistic anxieties or prejudices upon them, it is we ourselves who are most harmed by then, for our ability to learn from the literature we have inherited is compromised thereby.

It is true that certain words are charged with ugly connotations, and so will be avoided by anyone who cares to speak or write in a civil fashion. Nevertheless, "he" and "man" should not be numbered in that category. The notion of inclusive language, well intended though it may appear, proves, in fact, to be a kind of linguistic police action, an exercise in social engineering, a subordination of speech and thought to ideological concerns. And such efforts are problematic on several counts.

In the first place, submitting our use of language to a theory about language is often awkward and obtrusive. As one commentator wryly observed, ought the lifeguard to shout "Get out of the water, there’s a person-eating shark approaching"? Secondly, and somewhat paradoxically, a preoccupation with language and gender cannot help but divide people. If one does not conform to the policy, one is marked down, in effect, as an enemy of the people; “inclusive language” is itself ineluctably “exclusive.” Thirdly, those most troubled by the generic “he” prove rather tone-deaf to the organic development as it were of language in its actual use. For example, women students at this university may sometimes be heard addressing a group of their female friends as "guys.” Are they betraying their sex? Ought one to insist that they use either some gender specific term—“gals”—or a gender neutral one—“fellow human beings of the female persuasion”? Fourthly, ideological tinkering with language is endless. Thus, there are now some who complain that the reduction of differences in gender to the distinction between male and female is itself exclusive of those who recognize themselves as neither “he” nor “she”; and others take issue with the use of “human being” on behalf of all the non-human species of living beings. Fifthly, and as my grandmother used to say, what is sauce for the goose is sauce for the gander. Thus, in English, as in other languages, it is not at all unusual that a single word be used both for a class and for one member of the class. Just as “man” serves to name both human being, abstractly or universally considered, and male human being, so “duck” identifies both “female duck” and all quacking animals of whatever sex. In technical terms, “duck” and “man” are unmarked, whereas the male duck, and the female human being, are marked by the nouns “drake” and “woman.” Why not argue, on this basis, that it is men, not women, who are done an injustice by common usage? Is their existence not distinctive enough to merit a word specific to them alone? It would seem that on no grounds other than sheer willfulness can one maintain that women, and not men, are the primary victims of English gender terms.

Certainly the relations between men and women are often troubled and troubling, and especially so, perhaps, in our own day. It is only right, therefore, that we take care lest our use of words aggravate tensions between us. Thus, to repeat, you are free to take what pronominal action you think would best promote the common good when writing your paper for this course. I will not compel you either to observe or to abandon long-sanctioned usage. Still less will I assume that when you write "he" you necessarily have in mind only a male human being. Nor, to conclude, should you make that assumption of me.

� By "argument" I mean not a shouting match, but rather an ordered sequence of propositions or statements, possessing a determinate structure, in which one of the propositions [i.e., the conclusion], is affirmed as true on the basis of (an)other statement(s) [i.e., the premise(s)]. "Argument" comes from the Latin arguere, which means, "to make known, make clear, disclose," as well as "to betray, accuse, blame, denounce."


�Here “argument” means the rational superstructure of the work as a whole.


� Ecclesiastes 9:11.


�The word “essay” is derived from the French essayer, to try or to attempt. Even those who have scaled to the top of Mount Everest do not suppose that they have thereby achieved the “last word” on mountain climbing, or even on the climbing of Mount Everest.  That is to say, even the greatest, most successful attempts are never more than attempts.


� Four Quartets (London: Faber & Faber, 1959), 19.


� Papier ist geduldig, as the Germans have it (“paper is patient”).


� Pensées, translated by William F. Trotter, with an Introduction by T. S. Eliot (London and New York: J. M Dent & Sons and E. P. Dutton & Co., 1948), fragment number 19 (Brunschvicg edition). 


�In Shooting an Elephant, and Other Essays (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1950), 91-2.


�This work has recently been reissued in yet another form as The New Fowler’s Modern English Usage, edited by R. W. Burchfield (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996). This latest reincarnation of the great Fowler has not received the virtually universal approbation accorded Sir Ernest Gower’s revision, namely, A Dictionary of Modern English Usage, by H. W. Fowler, second edition, revised by Sir Ernest Gowers (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1965).


�As cited and paraphrased by Jacob Klein in "The Problem and the Art of Writing," Lectures and Essays, edited by Robert B. Williamson and Elliot Zuckerman (Annapolis, Md.: St. John's College Press, 1985).


�These examples are from Suzanne Scorsone, "In the Image of God:  Male, Female and the Language of the Liturgy," Communio:  International Catholic Quarterly 16 (1989):  139-151.


�For the arguments advanced in this paragraph I have drawn upon an essay by Robert Sokolowski, "Splitting the Faithful," Crisis:  A Journal of Lay Catholic Opinion 11 (1993): 24-27.  I have also made use of two essays by Paul V. Mankowski, S. J., “Voices of Wrath: When Words Become Weapons,” Crisis: A Journal of Lay Catholic Opinion 10 (1992): 22-25, and “The Necessary Failure of Inclusive-Language Translations: A Linguistic Elucidation,” The Thomist 62 (1998): 445-68.
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